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Despite its unprecedented achievements in rural development, China remains a 
lower-middle income country. Unsound practices in farmland use and management 
have contributed to farmland loss, rising social conflicts and deprivation of the 
landless,  which perpetuates rural poverty and land tenure insecurity of the weak and 
poor. The current hybrid land tenure systems characterized by collective ownership 
and individual use rights  exert both positive and negative effects on land 
governance. China’s approach to land laws, policies and institutional reforms is 
characterized by inherent weaknesses  which impede the strengthening of peasants’ 
rights and collective action in the process. With the simplistic assumption on the 
importance of land tenure to facilitate its transferability and scaled agricultural 
production, the current reform is undergoing a risky transformation that may backfire. 
In this sense, the Chinese approach bears resemblances with other countries whose 
experiences have failed the poor and have produced unintended consequences. In 
essence, the failure  to take into account the livelihoods of the poor especially from 
sustainable land use perspectives exemplifies their pursuit of short-term gains rather 
than longer-term solutions to complex rural development issues. The challenges 
confronting China’s rural development require a renewed understanding of what 
constitutes an appropriate land tenure system that suits the local conditions of a 
given community. This needs a holistic study of what kind of land tenure systems 
exist in China, how they have worked in the past, what their problems are, and how 
they can be redressed to suit the needs of the poor.  
 
This thesis  adopts an interdisciplinary approach to the study of China's land tenure 
reform – past, present and prospects. It provides a critical lens to examine the 
conditions and dynamics of land tenure, rural development and governance linkages 
and the underlying social, political and economic context. It discusses the 
controversial history of China's land reforms to throw light on the political nature of 
the reforms. In a review of China’s reorientation towards more individualistic and pro-
market instruments in land policy and legislation changes, this thesis outlines the 
institutional challenges for sustainable land use and management. On the basis of  
this framework, research was conducted on the ground where local land tenure 
practices and experimentations are taking place in both developed and poor villages 
in China. It maps out different land tenure systems – individual, collective, 
shareholding and commune – as well as their impacts on the livelihoods of the poor 
and rural governance, local responses and local institutional innovation in land 
tenure arrangements. This approach takes land tenure as an integral part of rural 
development, natural resources management and village governance, which means 
 that it is interwoven with multiple social, political, economic and biophysical 
parameters.  
 
The study contends that an ill-designed land tenure system characterized by the 
mainstream state-led pro-market approaches will not fulfill preconceived policy 
objectives of integrated rural-urban development and scaled agricultural production.  
Rather, it has caused social fragmentation, weak collective power of the poor and 
unsustainable natural resource use and farming practices. Unless  the land tenure 
system addresses the wider determinants of institutions, power, politics and social 
development, poor peasants will continue to remain marginalized in their struggles to 
articulate their interests. For this reason, it is important to provide more 
institutionalized space for the poor to participate in land governance processes. 
Although land tenure is important to sustainable development, it is not the only 
contributing factor. A particular land tenure system can only work in the long run 
provided that the overall social, political and economic conditions support it. Thus, 
land users ought to be given the choice and discretionary power to define their 
preferred land tenure systems with the strong support of government, businesses 
and the wider public.  
 
This thesis contributes to the study of China's transition not only in the land and 
property rights fields, but also governance and social development challenges 
underpinned by land reform. From sectoral perspectives, this study discusses many 
issues  surrounding natural resources management in respect of land, forests, 
grassland and water. It contributes to the ongoing theoretical debates on property 
rights and institutional changes, which have not adequately addressed the conditions 
for pro-poor land tenure as interpreted differently by different stakeholders.  
 
This thesis will be of interest to researchers, practitioners, policy-makers and 
students with a background in development studies, anthropology, sociology, 
political sciences, law, economics, geography and public administration. It will help 
them understand the major rural development challenges facing China, the 
implications of which  are critical  to China’s emergence as a world power.  
 
